An elevated level of IL-10- and TGFbeta-secreting T cells, B cells and macrophages in the synovial membrane of patients with reactive arthritis compared to rheumatoid arthritis.
A relative high secretion level of IL-10 and a low secretion of TNF-alpha has been described in the synovial fluid and peripheral blood of patients with reactive arthritis (ReA), possibly contributing to the persistence of bacteria. The role of TGF-beta is less clear. We investigated these cytokines in the synovial membrane of patients with ReA and rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and tried to identify their cellular source. We used sections from the synovial membrane of 4 ReA and 4 RA patients which were double stained with immunofluorescence antibodies against cell surface markers for T cells (CD3), macrophages (CD68) and B cells (CD20) in combination with antibodies against intracellular cytokines TNF-alpha, IFN-gamma, TGF-beta, IL-4 and IL-10, and quantified these using a fluorescence microscope. A lower number of TNF-alpha-secreting cells were found in ReA compared to RA: CD3+: 1.78 +/- 0.54% versus 5.02% +/- 0.47% (p = 0.034). CD68+: 2.86 +/- 0.52 versus 5.37 +/- 0.53% (p = 0.034), CD20+ : 3.02 +/- 0.42% versus 3.58 +/- 0.48% (p > 0.05). A higher number of IL-10 positive cells were found in ReA compared to RA: CD3+: 3.27 +/- 1.5% versus 1.13 +/- 0.50% (p = 0.034), CD68+ 1.23 +/- 0.75% versus 0.83 +/- 0.35% (p > 0.05), CD20+: 3.70 +/- 1.6% versus 1.6 +/- 1.1% (p > 0.05). A difference between ReA and RA was also found for TGF-beta+ T cells: CD3+ 7.86 + 1.5% versus 1.78 + 0.35% (p = 0.032); CD20+: 7.91 + 2.1% versus 2.1 + 2.8% (p > 0.05), CD68+: 7.81% + 1.24% versus 2.12 + 0.28% (p = 0.032). In conclusion, we saw a different cytokine secretion pattern in the synovial membrane of ReA and RA. For T cells in ReA we found a cytokine secretion profile typical for T regulatory cells 1 (Tr1), with an elevated level of IL-10- and TGF-beta-secreting cells. Whether this is due to a more general difference in TNF-alpha, IL-10 or TGF-beta production which is genetically determined or regulated by T cells remains to be determined.